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Chapter One 


Richie leaned against the inside of his hotel door and sighed. He knew it wouldn't last long, this moment of 
solitude, but he wanted to savor the hell out of it while it did last. This precious, precious shred of time where 
Jon wasn't annoying the shit out of him. 


Heading into the bathroom, Richie turned himself side to side in the full-length mirror searching for any 
indication that something had changed. He knew there were no injuries, since nothing had really occurred. But 


maybe there would be some kind of harried look about him, a look of trauma and tragedy. 
Nope. 


It just hadn't been that big a deal. There had been ice on the wings. His plane had made an emergency landing 


for de-icing. Thawed wings, no more complications. End of story. 


Except it wasn't, not for Jon, who was acting as though Richie had shaken hands with the Grim Reaper himself 
during that harrowing flight to his almost-death. And he'd been following Richie around for the past couple 
hours, alternately doting on him and chastising him for not giving him any information sooner, and did he know 
how worried Jon was? 


More than once, Richie had been powerfully reminded of his own mother (You couldn't have called? There 
weren't any phones where you were? You could have been in a ditch somewhere, and how would | have known?) 
The only difference was, Richie found it somewhat endearing coming from his mother (well, now that he was 
an adult, anyway); from Jon, it was just plain exasperating. In fact, even Richie's mother had been satisfied with 
a ten minute phone call and a reassurance that the plane really hadn't been in all that much danger to begin 
with. 

Richie pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and turned it off before tossing it on the counter. Then he got 
undressed and got in the shower. He found himself taking way longer than usual, enjoying the minutes of peace, 


uninterrupted by his phone ringing and Jon's worrisome inquiries. 


When he finally got out, he wrapped himself in a bathrobe and took a towel to his hair as he opened the 


bathroom door and-- 
He almost collided with Jon, who was standing five feet away on the other side of the door. 


"What's the point of having a cell phone if you're not going to have it turned on?" 


There weren't any phones where you were? 


| was in the shower, Jonny," Richie said, spreading his arms to show off his appearance for emphasis. 

Jon marched past him and into the bathroom, where he picked up Richie's cell phone, turning it on. "You don't 
have to turn it off just to take a shower," he huffed, as the phone chirped back to life. "When it goes straight 
to voicemail it makes me think the phone's dead, or it's broken, or-- something." 


He thrust the newly-functional phone into Richie's hand. Richie looked at the screen 


"Seven missed calls? Please don't tell me--" he started, but his question was answered as he scrolled through 


the list. "You called me seven times? Just in the time | was in the shower?" 
A flush of pink crept up into Jon's neck and face. "Well, you should have answered, goddammit!" 


Fighting back an urge to chuckle, which he knew would mean a death more certain than ice on the wings could 


ever cause, Richie waved Jon over to the sofa. "Sit down," he said. "You look like you're gonna stroke out" 
"| don't want to sit down" 


"Oh, come on," Richie said, falling into the couch and rubbing at his hair some more with the towel. "I almost 


died today, the least you can do is accept my offer to sit down 


Jon's nostrils flared, his lips pinched so tightly together they almost disappeared. Richie suppressed another 


urge to chuckle. 
"Okay, fine, it's not okay to joke about it yet. But will you just sit down?" 
Jon looked like he was actually forcing his body to move across the room. 


Stubborn ass, Richie thought: 


When Jon finally made it to the couch, he sat on the very edge of it as if to remind Richie that he still wasn't 
okay with what was going on. Typical. 


"Listen," Richie said, "| know what happened today scared you. It scared me, too. A little. But it really wasn't 
that big a thing. It was actually pretty run-of-the-mill, as complications go. You and | have been through 
worse together on planes, you know that." 

"But that's when we were together," Jon said. "You were alone this time." 

"| don't forget the emergency procedures just because you're not there, Jonny," Richie said. 

“That's not what | mean." 


"Then enough with the mother-hen shit. Just tell me what's going on" 


Jon spent a few moments looking torn between the urge to unload, and the desire to remain clammed up and 


stubborn. In the end, unloading won out. 


"| was just so worried When | heard there were problems and | couldn't call you, | just-- | mean.. | know you 
think it wasn't that big a deal, but it really was. You could have died, you could have been hurt.. | know we've 
been through worse together, but we were together, you know? | was there with you.. you know.. if we had to 
die, at least it would have been together.. but with you alone, | just kept-- | just kept thinking of how I'd never 
see you again, and everything I'd never get to say to you." 


Richie grasped Jon's shoulder and squeezed, massaging into the knots of tensed-up muscles there. For all his 


blustering and nitpicking, Jon suddenly seemed very small in that moment, reduced to his insecurities like that. 
"| understand. Really, | do. But it's all over now. l'm here, and I'm safe." 
Jon looked away and Richie thought he saw his lower lip tremble a little bit like he might cry, so Richie pulled 


him into a hug, as much to spare him the embarrassment of being seen crying, as to comfort him. After 


several moments, Richie finally said, 


"You wanna stay here tonight? So | can turn off my phone?" 


It was kind of a joke, but not really. Jon nodded into his shoulder before quickly standing up and heading for the 


door. Richie suspected Jon was hiding his face. 
"IIl get my stuff,” Jon said, exiting the room. 
Richie sighed and started changing into his pajamas. 


When Jon returned, Richie was already in bed, fighting the heaviness in his eyelids. Even if it wasn't 
particularly life-threatening, the day had still been long, and he was tired. 


Jon checked in on Richie, but didn't say anything, and then just changed into his own pajamas before 
disappearing toward the guest bedroom. For a moment, Richie was surprised that Jon had chosen to sleep that 
far away from him, but his surprise only lasted until Jon popped back into the master bedroom with an 
armful of blankets that he tossed down on the loveseat. 

Smiling, Richie said, "You're not really gonna sleep there, are you?" 

"Can we just-- not make fun of me for a little bit? | want to be here, okay?" 


"That's not what | meant," Richie said. "Just sleep over here. Its a king, we'll both fit just fine." 


Jon glanced up. The dim light from the bedside lamp barely reached him where he was, but from what Richie 


could tell, he looked drawn and pale. 
"| don't want to bother you," he said. 


This time, Richie couldn't contain a small laugh. "You waited for me outside the bathroom door so you could 


yell at me. | think | can handle this." 
“Shut up," Jon said, gathering up his pile of blankets and carrying them over to the bed. 
"What are you bringing those for? There's plenty over here." 


Jon paused, glancing around uncertainly, before finally putting the extra blankets down toward the end of the 


bed. "You sure?" 
Rolling his eyes, Richie flung the covers back "Get in, you pain in the ass." 
Jon climbed into the bed gingerly, as though Richie was already asleep and shouldn't be disturbed. When he 


finally wiggled down under the covers, Richie reached up and turned off the lamp, and the room was swallowed 


by thick blackness. 


"Get some sleep, | think you need it more than | do," he said, and laid back into the welcoming softness of the 


pillows. 


A few minutes later, he was just sliding toward sleep, when he felt Jon tossing around, and the heat of Jon's 
body close to him, and he sensed that Jon was hovering above him, propped up on his elbow. Richie didn't know 
whether Jon was trying to determine if he was asleep yet, or if he was still breathing, or just if he was still 
there. Richie was just about to say something when he felt Jon's hand fumbling around, seeking out his face, 
Touching it as if to ascertain its reality. 


Any reassuring words Richie might have had got lost in his throat. Jon had never been this needy before, and 
it had just passed the line from making Richie want to pull his hair out, to making him want to cry. He realized 
he really couldn't imagine what it must have been like for Jon earlier that day, wondering if his best friend 
was going to live or not. He decided then that he wasn't going to tease Jon about it anymore, or laugh, or be 


annoyed by it. He was just going to be as comforting as possible until the irrational fears subsided, 


He laid still and quiet as Jon's fingertips grazed over his nose, down over his lips. And then his hand slid over 
the side of Richie's face, turning it a little, and Richie felt the unmistakable touch of Jon's lips against his, 
pressing in just a little, soft but not moving. 


His mind churned with confusion as the contact lasted three seconds, and then five, way longer than a peck 
should ever last, no matter how friendly. 


And then Jon opened his mouth slightly, tilting his head a little to get in deeper, and catching Richie's lips, one 

at a time, between his own, the way a lover might, and Richie's first instinct was to kiss back, but since that 

baffled the hell out of him, he went with his second reaction, which was to shrink back into the pillow in order 
to break the contact. 


"Are you okay?" he asked. Jon's heavy breath on his neck indicated the other man had dropped his face a little. 
"l'm sorry," Jon said, and the tugging of the blankets told Richie that he had turned over. 


Richie stared at the invisible ceiling, trying to rein in a coherent thought, or just a calm way to express an 
incoherent one. The only thing he could think of was that Jon was more upset than he thought, and didn't know 
how to deal with it. It was a poor explanation for it, but it was the only one that Richie had, or that he was 


going to entertain right at this moment. He pressed a palm to Jon's back. "Do you want to talk some more?" 
"No," Jon said, his voice sounding strangled as though he was right on the edge of tears. "I'm sorry." 


Richie watched the darkness where he figured the back of Jon's head to be, kicking himself for not knowing 
what in the hell to say right then and for being too tired to trust himself to say anything tactfully. So he just 
rubbed his hand along Jon's spine for a few moments, trying to convey some kind of comforting message, and 


then closed his eyes and allowed sleep to take him. 


Chapter Two 


Jon had ordered wheat toast and fresh fruit for breakfast because he thought it would be kinder to his 
stomach than anything else, but the odors of eggs and bacon and whatever else the other guys were eating 
kept wafting his way and negating whatever stomach-soothing properties his own breakfast possessed. 


He scraped some butter over a piece of toast that was now too cool to melt it, and then set the toast back 
down on his plate. Conversation about the day's itinerary swirled around him, but he wasn't paying attention to 
any of it. Instead, he stared at that stubbornly solid butter, and wished for a way to slip back to his room 


unnoticed. 


Across the table, Richie was in the thick of the conversation about the schedule, somehow picking up a little of 
the leader role that Jon was failing to play. He sounded normal, confident, but when Jon flicked his eyes up for 


a moment, he noticed that Richie's breakfast was largely untouched, too. 
"like Jon was saying, right, Jon?" 

"Unh?" Jon said, looking up from the cube of cantaloupe he'd been studying. 
Tico shook his head. "Where are you at today, man?" 


Giving his face a bracing rub with his palms and leaning back in his chair, Jon said, "I'm fine, l'm just a little 
tired is all." 


"Well, drink your coffee, then" 


Jon glanced at the mug of black liquid that was probably ice cold by now. “Good point," he said, and picked it up 
to drink, as much to relieve himself of the pressure to talk as to secure a caffeine buzz. The conversation 
resumed around him, and as he placed the coffee mug back down, he chanced another glance at Richie, only to 


find the other man looking right at him. 


Looking away a nanosecond too late, Jon speared that melon cube with his fork and put it in his mouth. He 
counted his chews to try and interrupt the memory that had been looping through his mind since the night 
before. Not of Richie's plane ride, not of the danger he'd been in the day before, but of another plane ride, 
years before, when they'd been together. 


Jon grabbed the woman in the crisp blue uniform by the arm as she passed by and, in a whisper, demanded she 
level with him. He'd been doing this way too long fo be fooled by the semantics of "experiencing some difficulties" 
and the emergency procedures being ‘just a precaution". He could clearly see the fear behind the mannequins’ 


smiles the flight attendants wore. 


Affer giving the woman his best stink eye, she replied in his ear that there was a problem with one of the engines, 
and the pilot was looking for anywhere to land Making it to an airport seemed unlikely, as did the possibility of 
blocking off a stretch of highway in a timely enough manner. At that point, air-traffic control was trying to help 
the pilot locate a field or farm to touch down on 


Jon relayed the information to Richie, who was sitting in the window seat, but Richie seemed fo already know 
something serious was happening.. 

"Jon!" 

"What?" 

David was staring at him, perhaps waiting for an answer to some question that Jon hadn't heard. 

"What's up with you? You've been weird all morning.” 

Jon reflexively looked around the table for something to latch onto, some indication of what the conversation 
had been about, something to distract from his "weirdness" being called to everyone's attention. Richie was 
suddenly very interested in his orange juice. 

"l, uh.. | don't know. Just out of it, | guess," Jon said, inwardly wincing at how lame he sounded. 

David rolled his eyes. "Well, snap out of it, man!" he said, his smile doing little to disguise his impatience. Jon 


wondered exactly how out of it he'd been. Richie was now very interested in buttering a piece of English 


muffin that Jon knew he wasn't going to eat. 


Jon sat on the edge of his bed and stared at the opposite wall. He wasn't sure how he'd made it through the 
mundane tasks of the day, much less the show. But the show had provided his only respite from the movie 
that played over and over behind his eyes. The one that starred himself and Richie on a plane a breath away 
from nose-diving into a cornfield, spewing bits of wreckage and death over the fecund, life-giving soil.. 


Inhaling deeply, Jon stood and crossed to the window and pushed the curtain and blind aside enough to see the 
city below. Even at this time of night, the streets were backed up with the scarlet twinkle of brake lights 
intermingling with the white-yellow glow of street lamps. Jon imagined the streets were full of noise, Too, and 
the smell of exhaust, but up here, the lights were the only part of the outside world he could experience. A 


sudden sense of claustrophobia befell him and he closed his eyes. 


Richie's hands shook as he buckled his seat belt Around them, other passengers were buckling up, too, snatches of 
nervous conversation passing between them. For the most part, though, they seemed to have believed the flight 
attendants’ story of the belts being a precautionary measure. Jon knew this because they were anxious but not 
yet panicking 


After fastening his belt, Richie moved his hands to the arm rests, his knuckles glowing white as he gripped the 
edges. He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and turned to Jon 


"You really think--?" he whispered, so that Jon alone could hear him. 
don't know. Could be." 


Jon turned and watched the stewardess bustling back and forth along the aisle, making sure everybody was buckled 
up, offering words of reassurance where it was needed The woman stopped and talked briefly with a woman 
clutching a crying infant fo her chest. The mother's face was pale with fear, her eyes so round the whites showed 
all the way around the irises. The fight attendants voice was even and comforting, believable. It hadnt occurred to 
von until that moment the kind of balls that job required. 


Richie touched his hand and brought his attention back around. "F you think we really might-- you know.. then 


there's something | want fo say." 


Jon felt their hands-- his own flat on the arm rest, and Richie's on top of it, his fingers attempting to close 
around it, but unable to worm their way under Jon's stubbornly splayed ones 


Mind reeling, Jon stared ahead He already knew what Richie was going to say, and his heart was bursting with the 
need to hear it, but his brain clamped down on the desire, unable to break habit. Pressure welled up in his chest, a 
pressure he recognized as imminent sobbing, but he held it back, telling himself he didn’t want to frighten anybody 
else with what could be misconstrued as tears of fear. He didnt want the woman with the baby to see him cry. 
Thats what he told himself and he told it to himself firmly enough that he almost believed it 


Richie squeezed his hand tighter, giving up on the attempt to encircle Jons hand with his own and instead making do 
with what he could reach "Jonny?" 


"l think everything will be fine," Jon said, noting the robotic tone of his words. "The pilot is really experienced" 
‘Jonny, | need fo say something fo you. If there's any chance--" 


‘Everythings going to be fine, Rich You'll see," Jon said, his words sounding breathless as his voice competed with 
the pressure in his chest. "IFs fine. Youll see." 


After a moment, Richie said, "Okay, Jonny. Okay." Hs hand slipped away from Jons fo rest in his own lap, and he 
turned to the window. 


Jon closed the curtain and turned back to the open expanse of his suite. The place was painted and decorated 
in muted pastels and earth tones, making the place seem open and airy. Most hotel suites were like that, and 
most seemed bigger than they were because of it. This one seemed small by comparison, and the walls were 
closing in fast. 


Rushing to the door, Jon burst out into the hallway and took a deep breath. This part of the hall was smaller 
than the suite, but offered Jon the ability to breathe nonetheless. He stood outside his door for what might 
have been ten minutes or more, just gulping air and relishing the feeling of not being closed in anymore. When 
the claustrophobia released its death grip from his organs, he slipped back into the suite to grab his 
cigarettes. He was trying to quit-- had quit several times, but the damn things came in unbelievably handy at 
times like this. 


He was on his way to the stairs to the main floor when he paused in the lobby of his own floor. He felt like he 


was no longer in control of his body as he turned and headed toward Richie's room. 


He knocked on the door, but he didn't know if he'd receive an answer or not. He had meticulously avoided his 
best friend all day, and so they hadn't discussed if either of them had plans for the night. For all Jon knew, 
Richie was out with a woman right now. Or perhaps he had a woman in the suite with him. The thought sent a 
little shard of disappointment through Jon that he wrote off as a manifestation of the day's stresses. 


Richie opened the door, his head cocked inquisitively to one side. He was already dressed in his night clothes. 
"Hey," he said, and stepped back to allow Jon entrance. 


Jon stood, staring into the room, and heard the door click shut behind him. He wanted to apologize for not 
allowing Richie to speak his mind when they were minutes away from possible death, but instead he just said, "| 


keep thinking about that other time on the plane." 


"| thought that might have had something to do with it," Richie said, crossing the living room and sinking into 
the couch. "Why didn’t you tell me?" 


He waved Jon over, and Jon complied, taking the seat next to him. "I didn't want to bring it up. It's a pretty bad 


memory." 
"Yeah, because | didn't already think of it a million times after what happened yesterday." 


Jon didn't know which part of the memory Richie meant he had thought about a million times, and he didn't 
ask. Instead, he said, "| was afraid you'd be asleep already." 


| was thinking about it. What about you? You too wound up to sleep?" 


"Man, that room just felt so small." 
"I hear ya." 


Silence closed in around them, as smothering as Jon's spacious suite had been, until finally Richie said, "You 


wanna stay here again?" 


"Uh huh." 


Chapter Three 


Jon stood on the inside of his suite door, his shoulder blades leaning on the wood, and took a deep inhale 


through his nose, releasing it through his mouth. Then another. And again. 


He went to pull out the pack of cigarettes he carried and it took him three tries before his shaking hand found 
entrance to his pocket. When he finally got a hold of the nearly-full pack, he tossed it on the end table that 
stood next to the door. Then he curled his clumsy hand into a fist and observed it to see if the shaking was a 
fluke. 


His hand continued wobbling, so he decided to ignore it instead. 


Pushing himself off the door, he made his way into the bedroom and hefted his suitcase up onto the bed from 
where it rested on the floor. Living out of a suitcase was one of the more annoying aspects of being on the 
road, at least to Jon, but after all this time, he still never bothered to unpack anything but his toiletries. He 
didn't know why he refused to take part in that couple-minute task, except that the hotels never felt really 


comfortable to him anyway, so there was no point in trying to make them seem more home-like. 
The only time Jon ever felt even remotely "at home" on the road was when he was with Richie. 


Jon unzipped the black canvas-covered case and fished a baggy tee-shirt and a pair of sweatpants out of it. 
But instead of closing the case, he held the bundles of soft fabric in his hands and stared at them, wondering 
what in the blue fuck he was doing. He'd spent all day avoiding Richie for fear of having to visit the subject of 
the night before, and his own off-the-charts reckless behavior. And now, here he was, getting ready to put 
them both in a position sure to bring the incident to the forefront of their minds. As if it wasn't already 
there anyway. 


Maybe that's what you want 


Fuck that shit. Jon would have to be a complete idiot to want to draw attention to what a dumb fuck he'd 
been. Avoiding Richie had been only half the reason Jon had kept himself busily unreachable all day. The other 


half was to keep the questions from making him crazy. 
What exactly was that about anyway? 


Jon tossed his pajamas back in the case and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. He pulled up a fresh text 
screen and input Richie's number. He wanted to send the message that he had decided to stay in his own room, 


sleep in his own bed, for fuck's sake. But beyond putting in the number, his thumbs wouldn't perform the task. 


He smacked the phone shut against his thigh and threw it down on the bed. It bounced twice before coming to 
rest next to his suitcase in the divot made by the weight of the luggage. He stared at it, wondering why on 

earth Richie had invited him to spend the night again. Surely the man had to know how it would drudge up the 
night before. Did he intend to pretend it didn't happen? Or was he looking for a way to bring it back up, so he 


could ask Jon what his motives had been and watch Jon squirm under the scrutiny? 


Or maybe he wanted to revisit the idea for a completely different reason 


If you think we really might-- you know.. then there's something | want to say 


Jon shook his head as though he could physically dislodge the thought. The plane had landed without incident in 
a fallow field. There were no injuries. And in the intervening years, Richie had never brought up the subject of 


what he might have confessed if Jon had only let him speak aloud what was on his heart. 


More than a few nights, Jon had lain in bed, unwillingly reliving the conversation that had changed everything 
for him. He wondered if Richie even remembered that small part of the insane day. He wondered what had 
made him stifle his best friend's attempts to speak. But he never wondered what it was that Richie had been 


about to tell him. He never wondered because he, himself, had wanted desperately to say the same thing. 


The best explanation he could come up with for why he had balked was that there was still a tiny chance that 
they would survive the incident and he didn't know how they would have handled surviving and having to 
broach the subject of their shared confessions the next day. And so he had made the split-second decision to 
bank on living-- or at least thats how he preferred to think of it. "Banking on living" seemed a lot more 


courageous than being afraid to hear that his best friend was in love with him. 

Or admitting that the feeling was mutual. 

The text alert tone sounded from Jon's discarded phone, but he didn't have to pick it up to know who it was 
from. Richie was no doubt wondering what the hell was so time-consuming about grabbing a pair of pajamas. 
He was probably tired and wanted to sleep. Or maybe he was anxious to corner Jon in a quiet moment and ask 


him what the hell that kiss had been about. 


Jon thought he had to be a masochist for pocketing the phone and heading out the door of his suite, knowing 
what questions doubtless awaited him. But he couldn't stop himself. 


"| didn't think it was possible to get lost from here to there." 
"Fuck off" 


Jon tossed his pajamas down on the love seat and started unbuttoning his shirt. Richie was already in bed, but 


he seemed wide awake. Laughing, he said, “Seriously, what took so long?" 

"You are the nosiest fuck | know. Maybe | had to take a shit" 

"Nah, if that was the case you woulda just told me the first time.” 

Jon shrugged out of his shirt and laid it over the love seats arm rest. He had his back to Richie but for some 
reason he felt like the other man was watching him get undressed. Not that it mattered. For fuck's sake, 
they'd been naked in front of each other a hundred thousand times. Jon reminded himself of that, but it didn't 
relieve the goosebumps. He considered making some excuse to finish changing in the bathroom, but Richie was 
already teasing him about his odd behavior. Going into the bathroom to change would earn Jon about six hours 
of questions. 

So he just did it as quickly as possible and hoped the goosebumps would go away in short order. 

"Where are the blankets | brought in here?" 

"Oh, Jesus, we're not doing this again, are we?" 


"Where the hell are the blankets?" 


"| don't fucking know. The maid probably put them back in the guest room. What the fuck is your problem 


tonight, man?" 

Jon slumped down on the love seat. "I'm sorry," he said. "Just a bad day. | didn't mean to snap at you." 

"IFs all right, bro. Why don't you just come to bed? Sleep it off." 

He sounded sincere and Jon finally thought that maybe Richie really did just want to sleep and wasn't 
interested in interrogation. So he hoisted himself off the couch and crossed the room to where his friend was 
waiting with the blankets tossed back. Climbing into bed, Jon pulled the covers over himself as Richie reached 
for the bedside lamp. 


"You need a sleeping pill or anything? You look like you haven't slept in days." 


"lll be okay.” 


"Okay, but if you aren't snoring in thirty seconds, I'm forcing one down your throat" 
"Fine." 
Richie clicked the lamp off, and the room was plunged into that impenetrable darkness. 


Every minute that didn't bring sleep, Jon expected Richie to harass him again about popping a sleeping pill, but 
he didn't. By the time he estimated ten or fifteen minutes had passed, though he was wide awake, Jon drew his 
breaths out long and slow, feigning sleep, or at least something close to it, and hoped that the pounding of his 
heart wasn't audible in the vacuum-like silence. He tried to listen for Richie's breathing, tried to determine if 


Richie was sleeping yet, or on the verge, but he couldn't tell. 
But his question was answered soon enough, when Richie whispered, "You awake?" 


Jon considered pretending he wasn't, just to make himself seem more nonchalant than he felt, but he wasn't 


sure exactly what the point would have been. This was Richie, after all. 
"Yeah. You gonna force that sleeping pill on me now?" 
"No, | just wondered." 


And then the silence coagulated around them again, once more leaving Jon to the chaotic thoughts that now 
included wondering why in the hell Richie had just asked him if he was still awake. Was his sleep-act that bad, 
that it warranted verification? Or worse, maybe Richie didn't just wonder if Jon was faking sleep, but also why 
he would be doing so, and just hadn't asked that part. 


The thought-loop stuttered as the mattress dipped slightly at Jon's side, and he felt part of Richie (his chest, 
maybe?) against his upper arm. He jumped at the unexpected brush of Richie's fingers against his cheek, and 
then he laid stock-still, his heart drumming wildly as those fingers tucked the loose hair behind his ear, grazed 
down the side of his neck. Jon's hand twitched with the instinct to reach up and grab Richie's, to stop the 
exploration, but he didn't. 


He felt Richie's fingers fan out over his jaw and neck, felt the brush of a thumb along the edge of his lower 
lip. And then the gentle but insistent touch of the other man’s lips against his own. 


All thought-- both coherent and not-- blanked out of Jon's mind as he opened his mouth to receive Richie's 


searching tongue. 


Chapter Four 


Jon wanted to snake his arms around the other man's body, pull him in close, suffocate himself in his best 
friend's essence, press himself close enough to revel in the life still pumping through him, that life that meant 


he still had the chance to make things right. 

But in the consuming silence, the soft, wet sounds their lips made, and the subsequent sigh that escaped the 
confines of Jon's throat seemed to echo with the proof of what couldn't be said yet, too loudly for Jon to 
bear. He broke away. 

"Do you want to listen to music?" he whispered, knowing how discordant the question seemed. 

But Richie just said, "Sure. My iPod's in the dock on the bureau." 

Jon wasn't sure why, but he thought Richie's voice sounded a little like he was smiling. 

He climbed out of bed and made his way through the pitch blackness to where he knew the bureau to stand. 
He had operated Richie's iPod speaker dock a million times, but in the dark, and with a thousand gallons of 
adrenaline coursing through him, his hands fumbled too much to locate the right buttons. 

"Dammit," he mumbled to himself. 


"What's up?" 


"I can't find the buttons," Jon said, and immediately regretted it because he knew Richie was going to turn the 
lamp on and, for some reason, he didn't think he could handle that just yet. 


But no pool of light appeared. Instead, Jon heard the swish of blankets being thrown back and, after a few 
seconds, felt the heat of Richie's body up behind him. He shivered as the other man's fingers brushed the hair 


away from the side of his neck and he pressed his lips there, before wrapping his arms around Jon's body. 


Jon sighed again, the sigh sounded uncomfortably similar to a moan in the thick quiet, and Jon said, "The 


music." grimacing at the slight tremble in his voice. 

"Yeah," Richie said softly against the skin below Jon's ear, and freed one of his hands to feel out the controls 
on the speaker dock. A throaty guitar riff issued from the device, filling the void with the guttural strains of 
Nazareth's "Love Hurts". 


Jon suddenly thought he knew why Richie had sounded like he was smiling at the suggestion of music. Bastard. 


Richie tugged on his body slightly, turning him around, and Jon yielded himself to the waiting embrace. He slid 


his arms up around his friend's shoulders, feeling Richie's arms wind around his lower back, pulling him close 


enough to feel every inch of the front of the other man's body. Jon dipped his face into the crook of Richie's 
neck, breathing in the scent of his skin, his cheek pressed into the soft fabric of Richie's t-shirt. 


He felt Richie's hips moving slightly, and allowed himself to be caught in the gentle sway. Richie nuzzled his 
cheek against the side of Jon's head as they moved, and the butterflies in Jon's stomach hit a fever pitch 
when he felt Richie's palm sliding slowly up and down over the curve of his lower spine, finally coming to rest 


on his tail bone. 


Jon curled his hands into the back of Richie's shoulders, the calloused tips of his fingers rough against the 
cloth, and he knew right away how much need he conveyed with the simple motion-- something he equally 


knew he wouldn't have been able to express, had there been light in the room, or that naked silence. 


He inhaled deeply as Richie responded to his gesture by sliding his hand up under the hem of Jon's shirt, his 
palm gliding up over the skin of Jon's back, just until it rested in the lower arch. Then he curled his fingers in, 
too, mirroring the motion Jon had made, and Jon shivered at the feel of first the callouses, then fingernails on 
his bare skin. 


His pulse pounded up in his ears as the tickle of butterflies spread through him, diffused lower in his body, 
ripened into the tingle of arousal deep in his groin. His entire body stiffened for a moment as he considered 
pulling away, hiding the evidence of his feelings he knew was fast approaching, but Richie slid his hand back 
down over his tail bone, even a little lower, drew Jon's hips in tighter yet to his own. Jon's hands curled harder 
into Richie's shoulders as he made the decision to just go with it, pressing himself in against his friend's 
swaying body, allowing the friction between them to ease him into full hardness. 


His breath quickened against Richie's neck, and he thought about kissing him there to distract from his erratic 
breathing, but he wanted to give Richie the opportunity to pull back now that he knew what his touch had 
done. Not only did Richie not pull back, but Jon released a relieved exhale he hadn't even known he was holding 


when he noticed that the other man was hardening against him, too. 


What now? 


There had been moments-- brief moments, when they were younger-- that the potential had been there. 
Maybe they were just bored with the bubbleheaded groupies they had access to, or maybe some woman had 
hurt one of them. After some drinks and maybe a puff or two, or a line of something stronger, and maybe if 
the lights were dimmed just right, and the right album was playing, filling the room with its warm sound, the 
vinyl scratched and popping from overuse, Jon had thought it could have been a possibility. 


But for whatever reason, it had never happened. And over the years, when Jon looked back on it, he was glad 
it hadn't. Those moments of weakness could have ruined them. 


He tightened his grasp on Richie. 


Richie slid his hand back up under the back of Jon's shirt, this time allowing it to move higher, to the middle 
of his back, up between his shoulder blades, back down to the middle. Jon wasn't sure how the hand felt so 
warm to him, since he knew his own skin was blazing, and when that soothing hand found its way around to 


Jon's front, skimming over his stomach, he gave into the urge to kiss the spot on Richie's neck that so far 


only his hesitant breath had found. 


The last vocalizations of the song faded out and in the moment of silence between songs, Jon stilled his lips, as 
though in the quiet his actions could be construed as audacious. But the silence was quickly filled with the 
haunting keyboard melody of Foreigner's "I Want to Know What Love ls". 


Bastard. 


Jon wasn't sure whether to be freaked out or comforted by the idea that Richie had set a specific playlist on 
his iPod.. or that if Jon hadn't suggested the music, Richie almost certainly would have. Maybe it didn't matter. 


He allowed his lips to move again, allowed the tip of his tongue to find the skin of the curve where Richie's 


neck met his shoulder. 


| gotta take a little time, a little time to think things over 


Moving his hand up the back of Richie's neck, Jon wove his fingers through the hair at the base of his skull, 
and felt what he thought might have been the barest of shivers passing through the other man's body. The 
thought emboldened him, just a little, and he drew his face upward, grazing his lips along Richie's jawline and 

chin until he found his friend's mouth, parted slightly and waiting for the contact. 


He pressed his lips into the kiss, waiting for Richie to make the first move of the tongue again, but it didn't 
happen. So, trying not to exhale too hard and betray his nervousness, he slid his tongue slowly into Richie's 
mouth, searching out the edges of his lips, the wet and waiting tongue that mimicked his movements and 


tangled softly with his own. 


Now this mountain | must climb feels like the world upon my shoulders 


Jon gasped quietly into Richie's mouth when he felt his friend's hands moving up his sides, pushing his shirt up. 
Knees wobbling, he lifted his arms, praying he hadn't misunderstood the intent of the action. Richie pulled his 
shirt up and off over his head, and presumably tossed it aside. Jon couldn't see the action, but he knew the 
shirt was long gone by the fact that Richie's empty hands spread out over his body. 


Muscles stiffening again, Jon groped for balance in his thoughts. Not ten minutes before, they'd been nothing 


more than best friends; the previous night could have been written off as an overflow of misplaced emotion, 


and they could have gone the rest of their lives unaffected by it in any major way. 
Richie's hands slid over Jon's hips. 


Jon closed his eyes, his reeling mind settling on the one idea that remained solid in the chaos: they were well 
past the boundary now. The line where the option to pretend nothing of significance had happened between 


them was long gone. 


Ive got nowhere left to hide 


He opened his eyes again, although he couldn't see anything more than when they'd been closed. Then he 
searched out the bottom of Richie's shirt, pulling up on it. His knuckles brushed the other man’s ribs, but he 
didn't purposely seek out bare skin, the way Richie had. Fear that he would seem stilted and afraid made him 


keep his movements fairly utilitarian. 


Richie lifted his arms and allowed Jon to take his shirt all the way off. Tossing it aside quickly, Jon pulled his 
friend into another embrace, the sensation of skin sliding over warm skin amplified beyond all comprehension in 
the dark, Richie's bare shoulders under Jon's forearms, and for a moment, Jon thought he could remember 


what it was like to be a virgin 


He felt Richie's hands on his hips again, holding harder this time, no longer tentative and exploratory, but as 
though they belonged there. Jon drew his own hands down, draped them around Richie's waist, pulled their 
bodies as close together as was possible in an upright position Heart galloping, he rubbed himself against the 
other man, just a tiny bit, enough to ignite the warm tingle he craved. He felt Richie release a shaky exhale 
against the side of his head, and push back into him a little harder, amping up the friction between them, until 
their hips moved together in a rhythm completely independent of the song's cadence. 


Jon's heart found its way almost up into his mouth as he squeezed an arm between them and cupped Richie's 
hardness in his hand. Another quivering breath, harder than the last, fluttered through his hair a moment 
before Richie put his own hand on top of Jon's and pulled it away. Then he caught the hand in both of his own 
and drew it up to his mouth, spreading Jon's fingers out before putting his lips against the sweating palm. Jon 
shivered at the feel of the other man's tongue tracing a line up each one of his fingers, then the wet heat of 
Richie's mouth enveloping his first finger, down to the base, his tongue pressing and stroking against it. Jon's 
eyes rolled back as Richie pulled off of his finger, sucking the whole way, popping off then covering the tip with 
soft little licks. Then, enclosing the hand in his own, he tugged Jon back in the direction of the bed. 


Jon's feet fell numb and he tripped over them, dragging them across the carpet. Richie's hands slid up to his 
forearms, grasping them to pull Jon around to between himself and the bed. Jon's knees buckled and his body 
drooped down onto the edge of the mattress. But before he could catch his breath or gather his thoughts, 
Richie crawled up between his legs, urging him to scoot higher on the bed until his head found the pillows. 


Reaching out blindly, searching for something to ground his agitated thoughts, Jon wrapped his arms around 
Richie's body again, pressing his fingertips into the heated skin of his friend's back. He felt Richie's mouth 
against his neck, possessing the spot of flesh with lips and teeth alike, followed by the feel of Richie's hand 
sliding up his thigh, over his hip, curling just over the edge of the waistband of his sweatpants. 


The opening notes of Exile's "Kiss You All Over" growled into life. Jon felt Richie's mouth spread into a smile 
against his neck 


"Bastard," Jon whispered. Richie laughed softly and Jon shivered at the feel of his breath against his neck. 


A sharp inhale caught his lungs when he felt Richie's hand moving below the horizon of his waistband, sliding 
between the layers of pants and underwear, spreading his hand over the thinly-covered hardness there. Jon's 
heart fluttered at the timid touch, and his body stilled The moment stretched into what felt like hours as Jon 
tried to bring his spinning mind under control, and Richie just touched him, lightly, unmoving, as though afraid 
of being refused. 


Jon's body reacted before his mind could veto the move, and he arched up into the touch, barely, but enough 
for Richie to know not to stop. The increased pressure sent chills through him and he released the breath he'd 
gasped for a moment before. Richie curved his fingers slowly over the contours of Jon's groin, pausing for a 
few agonizing seconds before skimming a gentle circle with his palm. Another. Then another, until Jon closed his 
eyes and pushed himself up harder into the touch. 


oh god dont stop 


Jon threw a forearm over his eyes, pinching his lips together, reminding himself to stay quiet, not to moan or 
beg for more. He breathed hard through his nose, knowing any pleasure noises that escaped him would seal the 


deal beyond anything he could repress later. If he cried out in any way, they were officially lovers. 


The tip of Richie's tongue grazed his collarbone, traced a line down his sternum, dipping into his navel. And then 
he was sliding his hand down again, further, nudging the front of Jon's pants down with his wrist.. the feel of 


his open lips pressing against the bulge hidden beneath forced a moan from somewhere deep within Jon's chest. 


He could swear he felt Richie smiling again as the point of no return flashed before them in the space of a 


heartbeat. 


Jon barely had time to catch his breath before the feel of both Richie's hands curling into his waistband 
forced a surprised puff of air out of his lungs. He found himself raising his hips to allow the other man to 
strip his pants off, his knees wobbling, his brain flying from corner to corner in his skull trying to get a grasp 
on the situation. Everywhere his brain touched down, though, was the memory of the feel of Richie's mouth 
on his finger, and the thought he was trying even harder to dismiss-- that the gesture had been a teaser, 


hinting at what might be yet to come. 


He felt the last of the fabric being pulled off his feet and discarded to god knows where, out of his reach. 
Richie slid his hands up over the newly-exposed skin of Jon's thighs, his roughened fingertips parting through 
the hair sprinkled there, raising goosebumps all over Jon's body. Even in the dark, the awe and reverence in 
the touch was tangible, and it sent a rush of longing mingled with trepidation through Jon. He now had no doubt 
what Richie had meant to say by sucking on his finger a minute ago, and it occurred to him that it wasn't 
simply a spontaneous display of sexual affection The idea that this was something Richie might have thought 
about before should have been comforting to Jon-- after all, he figured with much certainty that his friend 
wasn't jumping into this merely out of the misplaced emotions fear of loss could invoke. But in a way, it scared 
the shit out of Jon, because it was one more hint that this was an episode that couldn't be written off in the 
morning as either a mistake or something regrettable done in the heat of passion.. they were seconds away 
from making love, and it was obvious beyond any doubt that this was something that both of them had 
wanted before this night. 


Richie stretched up over Jon again, seeking out his friend's mouth for another kiss, and Jon found his own 
fingers sliding down the other man's back, inching their way under the edge of his pajama bottoms, rounding 
over the muscled ass so lightly covered with what turned out to be silk boxer shorts. Jon had seen his 
friend's body-- all parts of it-- many times over the course of their years together, just as Richie had seen 
every part of his. But touching it-- actually fouching it in a manner that wasn't accidental or incidental or 
completely necessary.. it was like being with a friend and a stranger at the same time. Comfortable and 


exhilarating at once. Familiar and frightening. 


Jon nudged the back of Richie's pants down as far as he could reach, feeling his friend's lips push harder 
against his own in response, hard enough to hurt now, but Jon barely noticed. All his attention was captured 
by the way Richie's pants hung up in the front as Jon attempted to remove them, and he fumbled with them 
stupidly for a moment before remembering he had to pull the waistband out slightly to clear the man's 


growing hardness. 
"Sorry," he whispered. 


"IFs okay.” 


First time for everything, right? 


Collecting himself with a deep breath, Jon twisted to the side, urging Richie to lie next to him. Then he climbed 
up onto his knees, and finished stripping Richie's pants off, pitching them out into the great oblivion where 


almost all the rest of their clothes now resided. 


A sudden overwhelming sense of having no idea what to do next caused Jon to simply lie back down beside his 


friend. For a moment, he wasn't sure if he even wanted to do anything next. He wasn't sure if he wanted Richie 


to take over again, or if he wanted nothing at all to happen. And he didn't know what to say or do to let Richie 
know that that's where his whirling mind had finally settled-- on a big |-don't-know. So he just laid there for a 
few moments, breathing and listening to Marty Balin's voice slithering, pitch-perfect, through the air. 


F only you believe lke | believe, baby 


Reaching out to where he imagined Richie's shoulder or arm might be and finding the velvet skin beneath his 
fingertips, Jon paused, imagining he felt the barest of vibrations coming from the other man's body, the tiniest 
hint of shivering, and his own body calmed a little with the knowledge that he wasn't alone in his nervousness. 
He followed Richie's arm down, lingering over the rises and falls of muscle to find his friend's hand resting 


between them on the sheets. He intertwined their fingers. 

there's really nothing we can't do, if we wanted to 

Jon rolled his eyes, though the action was invisible to Richie. It was no wonder women never said no to the 
man. 

Unless this was a new playlist. 


Richie tightened his fingers a little, pressing them into the grooves between Jon's knuckles. 


A thousand thoughts collided in Jon's mind but only one remained constant in the clamor. 


its a new playlist.. he expected this tonight 


He wanted to ask, but thought better of it. He wasn't sure which answer he wanted to hear. For that matter, 


he wasn't sure if his voice would even work. 


And it was too late, anyway; Richie's lips grazed over his temple, down over the line of his jaw, skimmed his 
collarbone. Richie released his grip on Jon's hand and slid his palm over the other man's hipbone instead, urging 
Jon to roll onto his back as he made his way down. His lips trailed over every groove of ribs, floating so lightly 
over Jon's stomach that it barely qualified as a touch at all, 


Then Jon felt the grasp of Richie's hands on the backs of his knees, pushing them upward and apart, and then 
the kisses again, damper this time as though Richie had just licked his lips, over the length of his left inner 
thigh. The tickle of Richie's hair against the inside of the opposite leg caused a fresh round of goosebumps to 


erupt, and an intense surge of desire to pound his groin 


Without thinking, he raised his hips toward Richie's face, just for a split instant before getting a hold on 
himself. When he dropped back to the bed, he wriggled a bit to make it seem as though he was simply 


adjusting his position, and not completely losing control over himself. 


His hips dropped down, but Richie followed, pressing his lips to the hardness there again He let go of Jon's 
knees and grasped his underwear, tugging a little, and Jon lifted his ass off the bed to allow himself to be 
stripped. The cool air engulfed every inch of his burning flesh as Richie pushed his knees up again, settling 
Jon's legs into place over his shoulders and back. Jon curled his fingers into the blanket below him, gripping 
with every bit of strength he could will, as he felt Richie's mouth trailing over his thighs again, down, pressing 
into the hollow where his leg met the rest of him. 


He was so close now, his cheek and ear touching places so recently protected by the underwear that were now 


hopelessly lost in the dark. 


only our bodies were apart 


Jon shivered at the feel of Richie's nose and lips brushing up the length of his cock, the light touch of the 
other man's breath on his skin, both the soft inhales, as though Richie were breathing him in, and the exhales 
that gently shuddered with barely-contained arousal. 


And when he finally felt the hot wetness of the other man's tongue on him, he wove his fingers into Richie's 
hair, grasping handfuls of the impossibly soft waves that tickled the insides of his thighs. 


And then Richie was taking him in slowly, and Jon arched up into it, using his legs to pull himself closer until 
his legs were wrapped around the back of Richie's neck, his thighs pressing in on the sides of Richie's head. 


Richie's hands spread under his ass, drawing him in closer. Jon's head lolled back into the pillow and he closed 
his eyes. His body twitched as the tip of Richie's tongue flicked over and around every sensitive crevice of 
him, bathing him with attention that felt almost worshipful in its intensity. Within moments, his legs trembled 
as the pleasure swelled and broke and swelled again inside him. Richie's grip on his ass tightened, and it felt so 
natural, so real, that Jon forgot to keep tabs on how strong the surges of heat below the surface were 


getting, he just didn't want them to end-- 

Almost without warning, his body bucked against his best friend's gentle and earnest ministrations, and Jon let 
go of Richie's head too late, dropped his legs too late, and he knew Richie must have swallowed the fluid from 
him because it was all too smooth for anything else to have happened. 


"Oh god, I'm sorry," he whispered as soon as he found his voice. 


"No, it was good," Richie said, crawling back up beside him, drawing him into his arms. Jon snuggled down into 


the embrace, wrapping his leg across the other man's body, and felt Richie's unrelieved hardness against his 
knee. 


He reached down and cupped it in his hand, and Richie jumped as though startled. "No," he murmured, grasping 
Jon's hand in his own and drawing it away. He sounded almost sleepy, as though he, himself, had been satiated. 


Jon settled into his friend's embrace again and laid there, random thoughts drifting through his exhausted 
brain, until long after Richie had fallen asleep. 


Chapter Five 


Jon watched Richie's fork graze over the small pile of mixed fruit chunks on his plate, the tips of the tines 
scraping over cantaloupe and grape and mandarin orange flesh indiscriminately before piercing half a 
strawberry and drawing it upward to Richie's waiting mouth. Jon followed it with his eyes and 


| came in that mouth last night 


tried to ignore the way Richie paused, just for a moment, the strawberry half in and half out of his patient 
lips, before drawing it all the way in, savoring it 


| came in that mouth 


and letting his eyes dart up to meet the other man's. Jon looked down at his own breakfast, but it was too 
late. Richie had seen him watching, and Jon was sure he'd seen the barest of smiles starting on the other 


man's face before he'd had time to divert his eyes. 
Jon had awakened some time during the night and, finding Richie deeply asleep, had slipped back to his own 


suite. He wasn't sure why he'd done it, except that he didn't know how to handle the moment of waking up 
together. 


Morning, my best friend, with whom | shared a bed and bodily fluids last night. What's going on, man? 


So he'd simply faded from the room, and waited until this, the usual group-breakfast-and-itinerary-discussion 
to see the man again. He'd expected Richie to accost him at some point, pull him aside and demand they own up 
to what had happened, but there had been nothing. Nothing except the way Richie was absently touching the 
tip of his tongue to the points of his fork, his eyes shifted toward Hugh, who was talking, but his face turned 


full-on toward Jon, to make sure Jon was watching. Or so Jon thought. 
As if it wasn't bad enough that he was already nursing a full erection. 


| came in that mouth last night 


Goddammit, why did he have to keep thinking of that? He slipped a surreptitious fist down into his lap, pushing 


against the bulge there, determined to quell it before he had to stand up. For now, the edge of the tablecloth 
puddled over his lap and his hand, hiding his problem, but breakfast was almost over, and he would have to 
leave the table some time. 

"-- is with you lately, Jon?" 

Jon gave a noncommittal grunt and glanced around to see who had addressed him, but he already knew. Richie 
was staring at him, fork lowered, a look of concern on his face betrayed by a slight glitter in his eyes. 


tucking bastard 


"What?" Jon said, feeling rather lame. 


"Weren't you listening?" Richie asked, the corners of his lips twitching slightly, and looked down to spear a juicy 
little ball of melon. He raised it to his mouth, letting it barely graze the surface of his lips as he said, "I think 


you're gonna have to start ordering espresso. Or lay off the wine at night" 

You fucking know what my problem is and you fucking know it has nothing to do with wine 

"Yeah," Jon said suddenly, picking up an untouched piece of toast. "Yeah, | should really stop sucking down the 
Juice at night. I've got a bit of a hangover today." 

Richie's lips quivered as he chewed the bite of melon, and he looked away from Jon, back to Hugh, a burst of 
pink rising into his cheeks. 


touche, motherfucker 


"Can you guys bicker on your own time?" David said, downing the last of his orange juice. "You're like a fucking 
old married couple. Actually, you're nof like a fucking old married couple. You're more like a married couple who 
hasn't fucked in twenty years and is going a bit loose-cannon over it” 


Laughter rose up from all around the table, and Jon's cheeks flared [00 degrees hotter than they'd been a 
moment before. He tried to swallow the piece of toast, but it wanted nothing more than to cling to his throat. 
He took a drink of water, feeling Richie's eyes on him a moment before Richie let his tongue loll out, mimicking 
a hysterical laugh. 


"Rashbaum, the comedian. What an unusual and rarely seen facet of your personality. For your information, Jon 


and | fucked just last night, so your assessment is flawed." 

Jon choked and sputtered bits of toast and water back into his glass, as another round of laughter swelled and 
burst. This time it was David whose cheeks glowed. Jon slid his glass aside, hoping the toast bits sinking to the 
bottom weren't too noticeable. 

"| think we're done here, anyway," he announced, though he really had no idea where the conversation had been 
when it went skidding off-track. He hoped like hell he wasn't too off-base, but there was a general commotion 
of scooting chairs as his companions began to stand and carry on their own conversations amongst themselves. 
Jon, however, remained seated, his fist still firmly in his crotch, pretending to be finishing his breakfast with 
his free hand until everyone but Richie had gone. Feeling the weight of the other man's gaze on him as tangibly 
as a brick on his scalp, Jon finally raised his head. 

"What?" he demanded. 

"How are you?" Richie ventured gently. "Besides the hangover, | mean" He smiled, but it was weak. 

"Why did you say that?" Jon asked. 

"What?" 

"You know what." 

"It was a joke. Shut him up, didn't it?" 

"Yeah, but--" 


Richie's eyes narrowed appraisingly. "But what?" 


He was challenging him to speak, to be the first to spill himself out onto the table, leaving his innermost 
thoughts lying amongst the mounds of dirty dishes, available for daylight scrutiny. Nothing doing. 


Jon's back straightened, almost independently of his intentions. "What were you going to say that day? On the 


plane?" 
Richie's narrowed eyes flickered wide for a split second before resuming the appraising stare, and a half smile 


stretched his mouth. He pushed his chair out and stood. "That | love Spanish soap operas. Isn't that the kind of 
thing you'd want to get off your chest before you die?" 


That night, Jon grabbed his pajamas out of his luggage and headed straight for Richie's room. 


Richie swung the door open, before Jon even raised his hand to knock, and Jon entered the room, the slightly 
disjointed feeling of doing something so completely against one's own nature giving him a weird, floaty feeling, 
and pounding adrenaline through his body. The iPod was already playing, pushing Jeff Healey into the charged 


alr. 


Richie closed the door and shut off the lights in one swift motion, and Jon puffed out a surprised exhale as 
Richie pushed him against the wall with the full length of his body. Their mouths immediately entangled, and 
Jon realized with a jolt of fear and lust that there was no more waiting, no more pretending it wasn't what it 


was. 
Maybe he couldn't bring himself to say it. But here in the dark, with the music blazing, he could show it. 


A distant growl of thunder preceded by seconds the soft beginnings of rain pattering against the window, and 
the two men stumbled through the blackness toward the bed, feet tangling at odd intervals, both sets of 
hands twisted into the other's hair to keep their mouths from separating even for a moment. It was Jon who 
found the bed first, with the side of his leg, and was shoved down onto it before he had a chance to right 


himself 
"Ow! 
"Shut up. 
"Okay" 


He barely caught his breath before it was swallowed up into another kiss, and Richie's hand was sliding under 
his shirt, pushing it up into a wad of fabric under his armpits until Jon finally shoved him away long enough to 
pull his shirt off. Reaching out, blind, he found his friend again, all smooth expanses of bare skin, where Richie 
had stripped his own shirt off. A rumble of thunder, closer this time, and Jon wrapped his fingers around the 
other man's upper arms as he was pushed down onto his back, Richie climbing on top of him. This time Jon 
made no secret of his own need, spreading his thighs and forcing his groin up against Richie's until Richie 
bucked against him, crushing their bodies together almost painfully, but it still wasn't enough. 


He wiggled his hand between them, attempted to push the front of his pants down, even just a little, just to 
feel Richie closer to him, but Richie sat back and jerked Jon's pants down to his knees for him, unapologetically 
groping the bulge beneath the fabric of his boxers as Jon thrust up against his palm, biting the side of his 
own fist to keep quiet. 


He was a moment from crying out when Richie stopped, and yanked Jon's underwear down, and then the other 
man's mouth closing around him evoked a groan even his bitten fist was unable to quell. But the rain had 
commenced pummeling the windows and roof in earnest, drumming out non-rhythms that swallowed the sound 


before it could make its way even to Jon's own ears. 


It took so much strength to push Richie away, to feel those soft lips pulled from his own body, that Jon's 
hands actually shook a little with the effort, and he channeled the frustration into flipping Richie onto his back, 
maybe a little harder than was necessary, and straddled him. Richie yanked him down, one hand around the 


back of his head, pulling him into a kiss so hard it hurt; the other hand dug into the skin of his back, tattooing 


him with the memory and crescent-bruises of his fingernails. 


Dragging himself back and down, out of the fierce embrace, Jon pulled his friend's pants and underwear down, 
all the way off in his zeal, and lunged, face-first, between the other man’s legs, kissing, licking every inch he 
could find. The thunder cracked through the white noise of the torrent above, drowning out what could have 
been a shocked noise coming from Richie, but Jon wasn't sure. It didn't matter, anyway. What mattered was 
the way Richie's hips pushed up in silent encouragement, the way his toes curled against the angles of Jon's 
hips, the warm and musky smell of him that Jon suddenly wanted to consume along with the flesh it came 


from. 


The fear of the unknown dissipated in a moment, blanked out by raw desire, and Jon took Richie into his mouth. 
This time he did hear the sound that came from his friend, and it caused something to bubble up inside him, 


some mixture of bare need and bitterness for the time he'd wasted between that day on the airplane and now. 


then there's something | want to say 


Spanish soap operas, his ass. 


Jon wrapped a fist around Richie, sliding with the movement of his mouth, swiping the pad of his thumb up 
and over that tender spot on every second or third stroke, harder than his tongue was capable of. Richie's 
feet pressed harder against his hips, the muscles of his inner thighs clenching and releasing so rapidly it felt 


like fluttering against Jon's upper arms. 


Without warning, he grabbed Jon by the shoulders, pulling him upward, and Jon barely caught himself from 
losing his balance. "Not yet, okay?" Richie whispered, his voice rough and shaking. 


He hooked his toes into the waistbands of Jon's pants and underwear, shoving them down with his feet, 
knocking Jon's knees out from under him. Jon's answer of "Okay--" puffed out of him as he collapsed on top of 


his friend. 


Richie rolled him to the side, and they wrapped their arms and legs around each other, their mouths 
connecting again. Jon reveled in the shared heat of their bodies and the feel of Richie's hand rubbing over him, 


touching every bit it could reach as though every inch was newfound treasure, worthy of thorough 
exploration. His fingers traced the line of his bottom rib, the arch of his lower spine, down to the back of his 
thigh, and the thought Jon had been repressing came roaring back to the surface of his mind, demanding his 
attention, making his heart jump a beat and flutter up in his throat. 


He tried to wrestle the thought back into submission where it belonged, but it had already escaped its cage 
and Jon's breathing sped up, adrenaline coursing through him and he knew he was going to do it no matter 
what. He prayed inwardly it wouldn't scare his friend more than it scared him. 


Letting the pounding of the rain fill his mind and temporarily quiet the fears, Jon found Richie's hand with his 
own and pulled it up to his face, taking the other man's first two fingers deep into his mouth. He ran is tongue 
over them, between them, wetting them, but his mouth was drier than he expected. It didn't matter, though; it 
was only the message that mattered, and he had a feeling Richie wouldn't miss it, whether Jon's mouth was 


dry or not. 


Pulling the man's fingers from his lips, Jon grasped his hand and guided it down, between his legs, the thought 
of stopping there giving him pause, but the adrenaline was still racing through him, tingling ice water in his 
veins, and he pushed his friend's hand down farther, back. Richie's fingers abruptly splayed, as though 
preventing himself from making a potential mistake, and he drew his elbow up under him, that hand cupping the 
side of Jon's face. Jon imagined if there were even a sliver of light available, he would see Richie's eyes 


searching his own, looking for confirmation that he had understood the intent. 


A roll of thunder so close it vibrated the room made him jump and his head momentarily blanked. When the 
thoughts began to filter back in, one rose above the rest, draping like a veil over all the others: sheer 
cowardice had robbed them of years, pushed feelings so strong they hurt to the back of Jon's mind. But the 
feelings had refused to die, and merely hardened into scar tissue there, an armor over the one idea that Jon 


couldn't acknowledge, even to himself, yet flavored his every move and breath. 
Richie already had full reign over his soul; Jon needed to add his body to that list. 


He pressed Richie's hand closer to him in answer, and Richie leaned in to kiss his cheeks, his eyes. Doubt 
melted from the recesses of Jon's mind, draining into pools somewhere below the horizon of his thoughts, and 


he chose not to follow it there; Richie's touch was too sincere. 


Jon's eyelashes fluttered against Richie's lips as he kissed them. Insistent fingers pressed against Richie's own, 
inviting him into places he never dreamed of being invited into (well, not often, anyway. Okay, often). Richie 
counted to ten in his head, slowing his breathing, pretending he wasn't shocked and scared and excited as hell, 
trying to only let the calm and reassuring vibes come through. Was Jon really encouraging him to.. do that? 
Right now? How could he know without.. asking? 


he just licked your fingers and put them there how much hint do you need 


Heart hammering behind his ribs, Richie rolled off the bed and walked on wobbling knees the couple of feet to 
where he knew his carry-on bag was dropped on the floor. He rummaged through it, fingers identifying item 
after item by shape until he found what he was looking for-- condoms and lubricant. Then he returned to the 
bed, silently thanking himself for having the lubricant on hand in the first place; he rarely used it for jerking 
off, these days preferring to just kill two birds by doing it in the shower, using whatever hair conditioner or 
otherwise slippery product was at his disposal. As for actual sexual encounters, well.. Richie's favorite part had 


always been making the girl flow with her own delicious juices. 


Crawling back up to where Jon was, Richie wondered again if he should just ask, but he couldn't make his 
mouth move. Instead, he found Jon's hand where it rested on the covers and pressed it against the bottle of 
lube, wrapping the other man's fingers around it. Without missing a beat, Jon flipped the cap open with his 
thumb. 


holy shit, batman 


Richie drew a breath in through his teeth and scooted in close to Jon until they were lying on their sides, face 
to face, and upturned the bottle, squeezing out the fluid and totally missing his hand. He couldn't hear the 
patter of it hitting the blankets (or some body part of Jon's) over the sound of the rain, but he definitely 


knew it wasn't in his hand. 


He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them to the same blackness as the insides of his lids had 
contained, and held the opening of the bottle down against his fingers before he squeezed this time. Then he 
tossed the bottle aside and used the dry part of his hand and his wrist to nudge Jon's knee up and over his 


own, and Jon wrapped limbs around him like a drowning man 


holy fucking shit, batman 


It wasn't that Richie was inexperienced with this kind of thing (some of the things he'd gotten up to in his life 
made even him blush if he thought too much about it), but this was Jon here, Mr. Cool-and-in-Control was 
currently clinging to Richie, naked body against naked body, asking him-- 


--no, begging-- 


Richie plunged his hand down between Jon's legs before he could lose his nerve, and found the place again, and 
when he felt Jon's grip tighten on his shoulders in preparation, it struck Richie how superfluous it was to draw 


this out, to doubt or be frightened. 


He slid a finger inside, a soft intake of breath sounding near his ear, the light spasms of muscle instinctively 


attempting to expel him for a minute until the newness wore off. 


He kissed the side of Jon's face again, lingering over his cheekbone and temple, back to his ear; Richie himself 
wasn't sure whether he was thanking him or reassuring him or just distracting him, because he chose that 
moment to add a second finger. He thought he heard a tiny noise of surprise, or maybe discomfort, from his 
friend but he couldn't be sure with the clamor of the rain ringing in his ears. 


Moving down to lick the heated curves of Jon's throat, Richie rolled him gently onto his back, using his free 
hand to push Jon's knees up, and he felt half of the tension on his fingers release. He guided the foot he could 
reach up against his own hip, and Jon braced his other foot against Richie's opposite hip. Richie pushed his hips 
forward another couple inches, driving Jon's knees higher, until the muscles clutching him released enough to 
allow a third finger into their midst. This time, Richie did hear the little hiss of pain somewhere in the dark, 
and he paused for what felt like hours, his fingers aching from being squeezed so hard, but he didn't shift 


them to relieve the pressure. 


Instead, he tasted the edges of Jon's collarbone, the shallow valley of his sternum, the still-hardened peaks of 
ripples. He could feel against his chest that Jon had gone partially soft, which despite his lack of history doing 
this to a man, he knew was a product of the relaxation needed by an inexperienced receiver. He lowered 
himself enough to take Jon's dick into his mouth, urging the other man to move his feet to his shoulders, as 


his hips were now too far away for his purposes. 


Jon wasn't fully hard, but he twitched against the confines of Richie's mouth all the same, his back pushing 
him slightly up into the wet embrace. Richie darted his tongue over him, evoking the slightest wriggling of hips 
and legs. He gently massaged the muscles that were now starting to loosen a bit around his fingers, and he 
knew that if the thought didn't scare Jon into tensing again, the man was plenty ready to receive more than 
just fingers. 


Richie moved up again, allowing Jon's feet to slide back down to his hips, waited to make sure the change of 
angle wasn't going to make Jon tighten up again, then reached out blindly to where he'd left the condoms. His 
fingers closed over the sharp foil edges and he held his breath as he brought the little packet up, pressed it 
into Jon's hand for identification, and waited. 


Within a moment, Jon was fumbling at his midsection, reaching for him, and Richie moved closer, his eyes 
drooping closed as Jon's hands moved over him, rolling the condom down over his length. This time, Jon moved 


his own feet up to Richie's shoulders, his toes curling against them. 


Richie took a deep breath. Then another. Almost independently of thought, he reached for the lubricant, coated 
himself with it, paused again. Waited for any indication that Jon was changing his mind. 


It didn't come. 


Smoothly as his shaking body allowed, Richie withdrew his fingers and pushed his throbbing cock inside his best 
friend. 


fucking a 


Jon had tensed up again, and the groan that came from him could not be mistaken for pleasure or anything 
else. Richie leaned down and pressed his lips to the other man's clammy forehead, cold sweat now bathing the 


skin there. 


He was just about to say something-- apologize, ask Jon if he was all right, anything-- but he didn't get the 
chance. Jon wrapped his legs around Richie's waist and carefully rolled him to the side, down to the bed and 
onto his back, so Jon was mounted on top. There, the rest of his body held still while the muscles inside him 


went crazy, making Richie's legs twitch. 


ohhh god.. 


Richie dug his fingers into Jon's thighs as the other man began rocking against him. He was barely moving, but 
it was so good, and Richie dug his heels into the bed, pushed against it and dug them in again, giving his tense 
muscles something to focus on, some way to drain their kinetic energy before it took the form of thrusting 
hips. Fuck, was it even legal for it to feel that good? He tried to focus his mind elsewhere, even for a moment, 
to calm himself. He listened to the aching vocals of John Lennon doing "Don't Let Me Down’, tried to remember 
the chords to the song, the picking pattern, anything, but every cell in his brain was focused on the feel of Jon 


against him and over him and around him.. 


Fingers sliding into the sweat-damp crevices of the backs of Jon's knees, Richie held on and counted to ten 


again, the thought barely registering over the sound of the rain and the iPod. One. Two. Three. Four. 

The music stopped. 

The rain continued pounding down, and another boom of thunder split the air seemingly right over their heads, 
but the music was gone, and the room seemed even darker, if that was possible. Jon had stopped moving, now 
sitting like a statue astride Richie, so still that Richie imagined he was probably even holding his breath. 
Glancing around a second, Richie realized the suddenly denser blackness was the product of the disappearance 
of what tiny bit of street light had crept around the edges of the curtains. The power was out. The iPod was 
history. 


A shivering of nerves filling his lungs, Richie grasped Jon's knees anew and said, "Does this mean we have to 
talk about it now?" 


Jon laughed and slumped forward a bit, bracing himself with palms on Richie's chest. "No," he said, and the 


shivering inside Richie's ribs faded into relief. On a whim, Richie reached across to the nightstand and patted 
around the top of it until he felt the familiar shape of his cell phone. Bringing it over, he paused with a 
fingertip over the End button for a moment before deciding to push it. The nominal LCD glow was like an 
emergency flare, illuminating Jon's scrunched up eyes for the moment before he shielded them, Jon's rumpled 
hair, Jon's sweat-sheened body. Richie decided in an instant the sight was worth whatever fallout his friend 


could conjure. 

"What the fuck are you doing, man?" Jon said, the top half of his face hidden behind his hand. 

| had to make sure you weren't Ted from PR" 

"Gimme that," Jon said, smiling despite himself, and fumbling for the phone with partially-blinded eyes. Richie 
let him take it, and Jon slid it beneath the pillow under Richie's head. Darkness consumed them again and Richie 
actually felt Jon relax a bit, reminding him that they were in the middle of what was possibly the most 
unbelievable sex Richie had ever had. 


"Can we at least finish what we started?" he asked. 


"Yeah, just--" Jon started to say, then stopped and Richie felt him lean to the side for some reason, the 
sheets beside Richie's leg tugging a bit as though Jon was pawing at them. He finally righted himself and a 
moment later, searched out Richie's arm, his wrist, and pulled it to him. With both hands, he wrapped Richie's 
fingers around his dick, which Richie now realized he'd drizzled with the lube. His sigh of relief was audible over 
the tympani of rain 


Richie squeezed him, slid his hand over him, and Jon resumed his slow and agonizing 


and fucking amazing 

undulation Richie sought out the refuge of the back of Jon's knee with his free hand, digging in so hard he 
could already see the fingertip-size bruises that would be there tomorrow. 

‘lm sorry-" he gasped, even as he gripped harder. 

“sokay--" Jon panted, his movements becoming slightly more fervent the longer Richie stroked him. "God--" 
Richie meant to say something semi-casual, something to express his solidarity with his best friend in the 
face of magnificent sex, something like yeah or no kidding, but when he opened his mouth, what he said was, 


"Ohmyfuckinggod your ass is good--" 


Jon dissolved in breathless laughter, but didn't stop moving, and Richie's cheeks burned even hotter than they 


already were. 


‘I'm sorry--" he said again, circling his palm over the head of Jon's cock, and Jon groaned deeply before 


gasping, 
"Just-- think-- if the-- music was on l-- would-- never have-- gotten to-- hear that--" 


"Shut up," Richie grunted, and pumped Jon hard and fast so Jon couldn't have responded if he'd wanted to. He 
needed to get Jon off before he lost it, he needed to feel Jon's cock swell that tiny extra bit before he blew, 
feel his friend's come between his fingers. Just the thought sent him careening toward the edge-- that and 
Jon's pulsing, high-pitched cries, timed with Richie's hand, and the fact that he was the one evoking that 


reaction, making Jon lose control like that and 


oh, tuck 


The heat rolled up in him and burst, flooding through him a kind of ecstasy he'd never felt before. For a 
moment, he lost his grip on Jon, but resumed with a vengeance, the feel of Jon's dick under his hand feeding 
the ripples of climax in his own body and he focused his thoughts there. Within a second, Jon gave a squeaking 
gasp and became silent as wetness rained over Richie's hand and arm and belly. 


They both stilled, and Richie breathed deeply, attempting to rein in a runaway pulse, imagining Jon was doing 
the same. Without warning, Jon collapsed on top of him and their noses and teeth collided, impossible as it was 
to tell depth, and they both yelped before Jon consumed Richie's mouth with his own, his tongue finding places 
in there that Richie was fairly positive his own tongue couldn't reach. Richie wiggled his hands up under Jon's 


chest and pushed him back, just far enough to catch his breath and said, "Say it” 
"You say it first. Like on the plane before | pussed out on you and changed the subject 
"You knew all this time and you--" 


"Just say it" Jon interrupted, his voice cracking. Richie found his head in the blackness, wove his fingers 
through his best friend's damp hair and tried not to let his own voice crack. 


"| love you," he said, and a thousand strangling ropes unraveled from across his chest. He felt Jon's hair brush 
his collarbone first, followed by the man's forehead, as he drooped down. A wetness hotter than sweat touched 
his skin, pooled beneath the flutter of Jon's eyelashes. 


‘| love you, too," he said, pushing his arms beneath Richie's back and squeezing so hard Richie could barely 
breathe and wonderful pain radiated through his ribs. 


Richie wasn't sure if it was the sound of the shower running or the light creeping through the curtains that 
woke him. The digital clock on the nightstand blinked a luminous red 716, so Richie reached for his cell phone 
there before realizing it was hidden somewhere beneath his head. When he fished it out, it read 8:34. The 
power must have come back on shortly after he and Jon fell asleep. 

The shower tapered off and a minute later, Jon emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel and moving 
slowly, his knees slightly bent and spread apart, like he'd just dismounted a horse. When he saw Richie's eyes 
were open, he straightened up, but it was too late. 


"You hurting?" 


‘Im fine," Jon said, his face flushing as he made his way (gradually) to the bed. He looked at the edge of it a 


moment before Richie said, 

"| won't laugh, man" 

Jon sighed and sort of slumped down, hip first, propped on his elbow. "How long you been up?" 

"Just a few minutes. You?" 

"Maybe a half hour." 

His eyes were cast low, studying a point a few feet before him on the comforter, and they were quiet for a 
minute. Richie wanted more than anything to sweep Jon into his arms, to kiss him until he couldn't breathe, to 
give every possible pleasure to his body, over and over, for the rest of the morning. 

Jon looked up. "Can we talk some time today?" 


Nodding, Richie said, "Sure. Yeah," and Jon smiled. 


Hell, it was a start. 


END 


